I
t has been a little over a year since I stepped down as editor of Journals of Gerontology: Medical Sciences (JGMS) after 5 years of service, and I have been asked to provide this editorial to share my thoughts on the benefits of scholarly participation as a peer reviewer. During my term at JGMS, we received more than 2,900 manuscripts from authors wanting to publish their research in the journal. Roughly half of these submissions were rejected without review. This means that approximately 1,500 manuscripts were sent out for peer review. Our policy was to base decisions on the comments of at least 2 peer reviewers. A superb cadre of associate editors and I used the reviews to render a decision for each paper. Engaging peer reviewers was a continuing challenge. Approximately 55% of the requests to potential reviewers were accepted, and approximately 85% of those agreeing to review turned in a review on time.
I well understand the decision calculus about whether to agree to review. Time spent reviewing is time away from other activities that may have a more tangible or immediate pay-off, and there is no shortage of draws on the time of a biomedical researcher. With that said, based on discussions I have had with my colleagues, it seems that many have an incomplete appreciation of the benefits of being a peer reviewer. Five come to mind.
• Reviewing makes you a better writer. Thinking about how others could express themselves more clearly is a mini-tutorial in composition every time you do it.
• Reviewing helps you think critically about your own research. The experience of identifying the strength and weaknesses in others' research makes you more likely to adopt the strengths and avoid the weaknesses in your own.
• Being a reviewer is a sign of an emerging national reputation. It is an acknowledgment that you are a peer worthy of providing editorial guidance. Editors notice when you have done a thoughtful job, which can lead to unanticipated opportunities. My being asked initially to be an associate editor at JGMS was a result of the strength of my performance as a reviewer.
• Reviewing is a professional service. This may be beneficial when coming up for academic promotion. At my university, the tenure and promotions committee views those participating in shaping their discipline through writing, editing, and reviewing favorably.
• Reviewing provides advanced access to emerging ideas and trends within your area of expertise. The lag from journal submission to publication is shortening but can be 6 months or more. Even articles that are rejected can provide important insights that can inform your own thinking on a topic.
These benefits appeal to self-interest, but there is another critical reason to be a reviewer, one that is perhaps more easily seen from the perspective of an editor.
Our field is what the peer reviewers say it is.
Think about that for a moment. The endorsement of a scholarly work by qualified peers is the foundation of scientific discourse. Peers attest to the level of scientific rigor and to the novelty and innovation, and they guide editors in recognizing the potential importance of a given piece of work. Our field is precisely as rigorous as the standard to which we-as peer reviewers-hold each other. Work that is not identified as innovative or of high quality is much less likely to be published in high visibility journals like this one. Those who participate in the review process make these determinations exclusively.
Publishing has reached a point where nearly anyone can get anything published in one way or another. The challenge is to be published in places likely to be noticed. Peer review no longer serves as a gatekeeper controlling access to a finite number of printed pages. Ironically, this development has made peer review more, not less, important, because the profession and the research-consuming public need a way to separate signal from noise. Peer review affirms the quality and likely impact of published work and denotes new findings that are deserving of wide attention. As our population ages, there is an urgent need to disseminate high-quality, innovative science. Your participation in the peer review process is a way to contribute to our collective goals of making geriatrics strong and the lives of older persons better.
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